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In this study, an attempt is made to operationalize several most

important asumpt ons of Oscar Lewis's Cultur.,of Poverty theory and

\

test them in a rural setting. ,

r a

Tntroduction to the Problem

In recent years a "0,000. pbverty line for families with two or more

mbdrs has been extensively used by socialscientists in the United
.

States. It 'is to the families who are-below'this line that the atteption

or thl paper is directed,

llv
. k

Ob iously, when any definition of poverty is used, it encompasses

a wide ariety,of individuals with regard to such variables as age,

,

ethnicity and occupation. Nonetheless, there haebeen a strong tendency

in,,,(tmer*an sociology to ignore differences among "those living in poverty

with regiltd to Such variables as, formal or informal participation' patterns,,
,

level of education, and size of inCome.
......

A theorist who has concerned

himself wilMstudying the'differences that exist among the impoverished
.

rather th n studying their similarities is Oscir Lewis (1966)0-

On; he one hand, Lewis holds, there are those of'the impoverished

who'share ihe same values, the same designs for living rhat most members

of society posses's. They feel that they haven good chance of becoming

what they Want to in life. They have high educational and 'occupational

Pam
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aspirations and feel that they can materially improve themselves in ,fife

through trying. On the other hand, there are those of the impoverished

whose values are opposite. They feel that they have little control over

their destiny. They are pessimistic about,life's chances and are prone
'

to satisfy, what desires they can, from day today. They have low occupa-

4

tional and educational aspirations and feel marginal, helpless, and

dependent. According to Lewis, those of the poor whose basic values are

of a negative nature differ so ,essentially fromother American's that

they belong'to a sub-culture in a society--a culture of poverty.

' to, A ctycial factor, 'Lewis contends, with respect to whether people

in poverty belong to a culture of poverty, is.their extent of social

participation _experience. In fact, social plarticipatiOn is held to be

so important 1,9 Lewis that he conceives of it as determ) ining whether

people in poverty are members of asocial class or not.

According to Lewis, thOse poor who are classless belong to p

culture of poverty. Since they ktow little about hoW groups; beyond, the

'immediate family, are organized and, function, they usually fail in their,,,

cb,

effoAs in society: ,Their,aspirationS and expectations have to:be changed
e 0

IA-Corder to cope withfeelings of helplessness and despair. Thus, from

4

the realization of the improhbility of achieving success in t rms of the

valueSand goals of the larger society, the ciassle8s develops negative

attitudes and values. Theyin this way become members'of a culture of

poverty .

Lewis cautions,,however, that the culture of poverty is not only an

adaptation to a set of dbjective conditions of the largek society. Once

it comes into existence, it tends to perpetuate itself from generation

°



,to generation; along family lines because of its effects`Q the children.

Only about'20 percent of the people below the poverty line in America

4tr

.though would be found living in a culture of poverty, speculates Lewis,

and the largest sectors within this group would consist of low-income

Negroes, Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, American Indians, and Southern

whites.

Research Problem

When the poor are regarded.as homogeneous in their social, cultural,

and economic characteristics, researchers tendto place emphasis on the

economic criteria to explain poverty. The central attitude that guides

research is tat ff the participate less or differ culturally from

the non-poor, the rea due to income. Thus, if income changes, so

then should social cultural characteristics.

Oscar Lewis's heory of the culture of poverty encourages the

researchers a olicy makers to look into new avenues to fight the War

on iloverty. P ograms should not only be developed at the economic

level, b the social and cultural levels as well. Lewis has empha-

sized tat the people in the culture ofpoverty cant* be lifted obit of

poverr .olely through outside, help. They must learn how to develop

social skills on their own.

It is the thesis of Lewis that those in pdVerty who are 'nclined to

ticipate with others gain Potentialiftes in social mobility in comparison

those in poverty who are not similarly inclined. The present study

is an effort to test this thesis by examining some of the rural impoverished

in the deep south.

tp
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The main objectives of this study fre:

(a) to describe the differences in participation-patterns of' the

rural poor,

(b) to investigate those factors that. are associated with the social.

participation 'pattern of these rural poor, and

(c) -to investigate whether social participation patterns contribute

to the mobility of the next generation:

Review of Literature

The purpose of the review of literature that follows is to gain

insights into what variables are most highly associated with social

participation patterns in America. Variables associated with both

formal and informal participation patterns will be examined.

Sociologists, in the main, have found that Negroes participate

more than do whites in formal organization when socio-economic status is

controlled. (Hymap and Wright - 1958; 1971). The most relevant study,

perhaps, in terms of the present research setting is one by Raymond Payne

and Hruld F. Kaufman (1953). These rural sociologists found in

Mississippi that the loweselevel of ranks, non-whites had higher

participation scores than whites. Later studies by Kaufman (1966) have
4

supported this early finding. In general, Negroes who are affiliated

with formal organizations are much like whites who are affiliated.

(Babchuk and Thompson,.1969).'

Wright and Hyman in 1958 found that membe'rship it voluntary"

associations was directly related to occupational prestige. This finding

6

is the usual one reached by sociologists.

John C. Scott (1957), when investigating membership participation

5



in voluntary associations, noticed that persons in manual occupations had

higher, percentages of-non-affiliation than those who were white collar

or above. It has'been noted by Ileissman (1954) that manual workers-2V

students never
,r
approached Membership superiority oval' non-manual workers. ,

Income has been found to be as highly correlated with formal social

participation as has occupation. Education has a cOmparable distinction.

Uzzell (1953), for one, has found income to be the best indicator
o

of socio-economic status and formal membership participation. Yet

participation in community associations has been found by Hazedorn and

Labovitz (1968) to be predicted more by education than by any other

variable which they studied. Kaufman (1949) has stated that, education

is Perhaps the most important variable to consider when one is dealing

with rural pppulations and social participation.

there is a tendency for participation scores to climb during the
_

twenties and thirties, and to decline in the later years (Foskett, 1955;

Taitz. and Larson, 1959). In Foskett's study, the decline in mean scores

set in at age 30 and reached' a low at 70 years of age. Age was not found

to be very important when education and income were controlled. Foskett

found that those with incomes of $6,000 and above showed a continuous rise

in mean scoreS thrpughout the age groups and a -sharp rise in the later

years. I

Findings have usually indicated-that formal participation is more

characteristic of ba-kan and rural non-farm residents than of rural farm

residents' (Wright and Hyman, 1958 However, Babchqk and Booth (1969)

I
found that membership was equalsly characteristic of urban, rural farm, ...

and rural non-farm and "f

3Z-4,

esidents.wer 'within 5 perceiage points

jJ
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of each other. Consistently, however, in rural areas as in urban areas,

it is the members of the upper class families who are the participants

(Anderson and Paimbeck, 1952; HaUsknecht, 1962).

Those who livesin owned homes have averaged higher in the number of
o

6

memberships and much higherdnnumber in leaderships in formal organization,

\
in both rural and urban settings, than have renters (Wright and Hyman,

. 1938; Mather,941).

Most of the-factors that have been found to be highly related to

s

formal participation patterns have also been found to be related to

informal participation patterns. )Aida Tomeh (1967)., for example, has

shown that informal participati(n tends to be more,important for the

middle and higher status persons than for lower status persons when

status is defined by occupational and income criteria. Similar findings

have been obtained with,blacks (Munson, 1956).

Older persons have been'found to be relatively low informal

participants, while married persons report a hidh_total informalpartici-

pation rate (Tomeh, 1967). Smaller differences haxT been found to occur
-

7
in infortal'participation when adults are classified by race, sex,

religious affiliation, or length of residence (Tomeh, 1967;,, Babchuk and

Aooth, 1969).

0
The Data

The data of this research were collected as a part of a larger study

.
concerned with the social and economic.aspe6ts of persons living in a

A
rural, low-income area. This study isj)aslid on the completed schedules.

of 110 houSeholds in Kemper County; Mississippi. Data were obtained by

usb of interview schedule during the summer of 1968.

qt"
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The sample selection process was essentially a simple random sampling

technique based on the use of a 1964 General Highway map of Kemper County.

The map was used to determine the location and the number of occupied
te

dWellings available as sampling units. A preliminary step-in the sampling

proCedure was the elimination of all households that fell within the

boundatles of the only two incorporateetowns of'Scooba (population 513 in

1964) and the county seat, Dekalb (population 88 in 1964) that were

within the county boundaries, The elimination Of the households residing

within these two towns was done to ,limit'the sample to hpusEholds

residing in opencountry portions of the county.

The original sample sizewas set at approximately 400 household

units. Segments of :8 to. 12 dwelling units were delineated. The,segments
0

included in the sample were arawn randomly. The time lapse beWeen the

date of the highway map and the date of the survey,explains the reduction
.

in the number of sample units actually included. That is, many housing

units were found unoccupied.' FaCtora of trine and finances al cordri

Outed to" the smaller number of households contained the p

which was drawn.

Before analysis, the original sample at the completion of data,

contained 234-household units. However, for analytical purposes, it was

'decided that only thpse units of which the household head earned less

than.$3,000 annually would be. incorporated into the present,:stu0.'"°This
. 0

led to the elimination offia more units. Next, 10 units were eliminated

because of a lack of information as to income earned pctr year. Finally,
( 4

those families that hld nd children away from Nome were excluded with

. "the final sample containing 1101household heads, 36 white and 74 Negro.
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This research will only be concerned withbthe members of these 110

families who are household heads and the adult children of these house7

hold heads whb live either at home or away. There are 218 adult Negro
.

children and 139 adult,whife,children in this study who have come from

these families.

Limitations

)

if

When the household head was not present, the homemaker answered/the ,

questions that. Would have been asked of him. Also, the person nterviewed

whether kt was the homemaker or the household head, answer all ques:tions,

concerning the children up to the time that the interview\was conducted:.
./..

,

Operationanzation of. Variables

One section of the schedule contained a series o queations

pertaining to various aspects of social participatio -membership and
a

larticipation in formal organizations in the community and informal

participation with relatives, friends,'and neighbors, Answers to these

questions were weighed in such a way that'a high score was indicative

of a,rglatively high level of social participation in the community with

persons other than members of one's immediate family."

Sidce this research involves both household heads and their adult

children,4the analysis of data is divided into two parts. In the first

part of the analysis, the high, moderate, and low participation scores

4 4
of household. heads are treated as dependent variables. The factors of

,

,

.-.;,':. , .

income,, eduN gation,,age, °geographic mobility potential, home tenure status,

,and sex Pf household heads are treated as independent variables. In the

second part of the analysis, the assumption that children will tend to

like their parents is followed. Adult children from homes where the

9
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household heads participate-more often

With children from homes where the

often br seldom,within the

of the children whb have left home and'the geographic distancesthese

children have moved away from home are treated as devendent variables.

110

9

within the community are compared

ehold heads participate less

community. The years of formal education

44
With.ddult childfen, the community participation scores of their parents

\

who are household heads ah,tre'ated as the independent variable.
-.0 a

Age, Sucation, ilcome, home tenure status, geographic mobility

potential, and geographic distances

in the. following manner:

4.

Age (parents).

Education (parents)

Education (children)

;Geographic 'mobility
potential (parent0

-

moved away from home were categorized

Under sixty
Over 'sixty :

a

Under seven years ofeducatiOn
Over seven years- of-education

Zero through six years of education
Seven through nine years of education
Ten through - leven yeas oP;education

High scho. gradUate
Schoolin beyond high school

r no:. Would you move to another

unity than. the one you at present

- live in?

Geographic distances
_moved from home
:(children)

Income (parents)

.

Home tenure status ,

(parents). ' "

In sate community as
In anotLL =r community

In another county
In anotherSouthern
Outside the South-

$ 0 $ 999

$1,000- $1,999
$2,900 - $2,999.

Owner

.'Owner

1,0

parents
in county

state



Statistical Tests, Bivariate Analysis.

The major statistical technique to be used In the analysis of the

3.

data is the Gamma measure of association. Although this statistic has

not been 4Sed,extensively in sociological research, it has several

aspects suited to this analysis, Besides measuring the degree of

association-between ordinal variables, Ganima also determines direction.

(Freeman,'1.96

Household.Hea}d Parents
A

Although 't Was. hypothesized that as the income of.the household

head increased, so would, their. level of social participation, the

Findings

,

relaeXonship did not prove to be ignific nt. When race was introduced

/
as a control variable, it was also found/that the level of income did

not significantly affect the level of

white or black household heads.

ocial participation Of either

Similarly,-the association between levels of education and levels 1

of participation of household heads was not found to be significant.

Moreover, controlling for race (Negro and white) levels of education were

not significantly related to the levels of participation of household.

heads.

Age of household heads was not- found to be significantly associated

with level of social participation. However, the relationship that did

""

exist proved to be a negative one. With race controlled for, the inverse

relationshipbetween age and participatiOn proved insignificant for boat
g,, 1

.

4
Negroes and whites; t

. .1

9

11.
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The relationship between homd'tenure status ofIlousehold heads .;

tt.and their levels of social participation-vas found significant witti or
.:.

wrthouetheuseoftace a a control factor.. Moreover, the relationship

between sex(of house heads and their social participation patterns_
.', ..

X

I, 'cabs not found significant ithaor 14thout the use .df.i.ace as a co trdl.

)

11.

the_questiodLdealing,with whether household heads m ght
I.

soloteday move from-the community was not significantly related to their-
, :

levels of socia4perticipation.. Race when introduted.as acontrol.

- variable, did not significeRtly change _this rerationship.
,

Adult Children
401, r %

Although the relationships between incOmb,,educakion, agesex,
.

homegtenure status, georaphic odtentie,I, and social partici,t),pation of hisehold heads Jiroyed .ins1ignificant, this does not mean they

er6 sociologicallt unimportant. In.order to'idilestigete whether these "- 7
.

.. .

insignificant relationships ep'important, all addltlichildren t18 yea, g t 4
It "I-y' .

..7

of age ow over) were examined in light o0the social participation

\
scores of their pIrents. .This was done in order tega,. t4t the assumptibn

. that poverty parents who are prone to Participate beyond the...level of-the
...

isolated family unit influence are amounts of education their children,

.?-
acquire and the geographic:distances these children moves from home.

A positive relatiodstip between the-leveals of participation of',
t

household head parents and the mlevels of education of their adult
4v

children-proved significant beyond Ae .001 level. oftwobAbility.

Futhermore, wheh raclwas introduced es a control, the'relationshil ,

a .

remained sigdificant beyond the'.01 level for Negro childNien and beyond 0

the .001 for white child'ren (see Table ,1)0.
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The levels of social participation of parents proved to be both

positively tind significantly related to the geographic distances children

4Y
moved away from their parents' homes. The relationship was significant

at the .001 level of probability. Moreover, when white childroo were

,examined with respect to the levels of participation of their parents and

the-distapces they had moved from home, the relationship, proved toibe

significant at the .001 level'of probability. The relationship also

proved to be significant for Negro children, but only at the ,05 level

of probability' (see Table 2).

Controlling for social participation of parents-, the levels of
/-

education of children proved to be signifi&ntly and positively related

to the geographic mobility of those children who had ten years of educa

tion or above. The significance of the relationship is at the .01 level

of probability.- However, the relationship between levels of education

and geographic mobility of children, when social participation of
re

parents was contblled, was not significant with regard to those

children who had less than ten years of education (see Table3).

a

ConolUsiens

In the study aehand when impoverished, household heads who were

parents $ere compared on their participation practices, those-who
'

participated most beyond'the nuclear faMily unit had children (only

Children rs years bfa e or older were considered)-whO shdwed greater

mobilitylpotenti These children are better educated and move greater

geographic distakice away from home,

.14
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4,

Geographic
Mobility
of. Children

Insthe Same
Community
as Parents

In the Same
County in
Mississippi
as Par6nts

In Another
County in'
MissLssippi.

Ih Anothcir
State

.
.

Total

. 1

p Gamma .0031. Gamma .2859

Z .0126 2 i. iff<0722

P >.05 'PG.01 1 0

. e

15

13

TABLE 3

Geographic phhility of-Children.lay Childrens' Education
and Social Participation of Parents'

Education Levels of Children ,

0-9 Years of Education 10 Years of Education or Above
Levels of.Social Participatfon of Parents

Low Moderate Nigh Total Low Moderate High Total.

N t N t- N , t. N t N t N-'4 % N A N $

13 25 1.6 21 8 32 37 24 10 18 6 6 5 5 21 9

10 19 24 22 14 4 7

25 16 h S 20 34 22 '14 5 3S 3S 21 22 70 28

ifo

17 31 40 50 6 24 63 40 28 50 573 56 67 71
.

152 60

53 100 78 100 25 100 156 100 56 100 .1,01 180 ;95 100 252 100
0.

4 No Information on Education or Geographic Mobility

3 2 2 .3

Limitations

The influence that poverty has on both theoalue systems and social
Of

participation practices of rural adults should"e more adequatelY.studied.

Longitudinal, studies of poverty in rural settpgs are called for where
,. a ,

toth'the adults in poverty and the children of these adults are examined

at several points'in time.
'

In general, the implications that can be drawn from the findings in
.

this study are limited due- to .the secondary nature of the data analyzed

and the small sample size. 1g could not be shown that the social mobility

of household Bads was'related to their social participation practices.

This is in'parf dtie to the homogeneous nature of the population sampled.

For example, many of the household heads were semiretired or retired. .

16
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Some were pensioners and others were living on Social. Sect.'

/
ity. Due to

4e-rr
t

the 4dvanced ages of household heads and the fact th , for the most part,

their occupational careers were behind them, the children were examined

in'order,to determine what influence the social participation practices

of household heads had on their educational and geographic mobility.

Because'little has been thine in examining the differences that, 0

exist in,the social participation patterns among the impoverished, the.

6, Anformarparticipation patterns were noe examined,separately from 'the

l
formal. This should be done in.future studies. Also, the amounts.of

interaction household heads have with kin could have been studied separately

from the amounts of interaction household heads have with noa7rlatilves.

Moreover, the memberships household heads have in formal organizations

could have been studied tepaeately from the lodal participation practices

of household heads. Because the analysis is of, a secondary nature, the

occupations which household heads were engaged in for most of their lives

'could not be determined, nor could the values these heads placed on their

children's successes in life.

If the-adult children had been interviewed separately from the parents

(household heads answeved all questions concerning the family members),

questions could have been asked of each of them regarding peer groups and

the community influences. Questions could also shave been asked of the

children regarding What influence they felt their parent6"exerted over-them.

Implications

Further research needs to be done in order to ascertain if rural

impoverished parents who participate the leastsbeyond the nuclear family

unit have children that evidence the least upward mobility potential in
'04
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industrialized societies: If further research shows that rural children

from such backgrounds have a paucity of formal schooling find are geograph-

ically tied to their c6mMunity of origin, then in this author's opinion,

enough empirical evidence can be marshalled to support a definitive

examination of`Oscar Lewis's Culture of poverty theory in rural America.
y-0
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